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Many taxa of insects, fish, amphibians, lizards, birds and mammals show colour differences between the sexes. Colour variability has long been thought to be a product of sexual selection and to play an important role in animal communication (Rohwer 1975 (Rohwer , 1977 Zahavi 1977 Zahavi , 1991 Dawkins & Krebs 1978; Krebs & Dawkins 1984; Andersson 1994; Zahavi & Zahavi 1997) . Evolutionary theory posits that traits such as colour arose as signals to convey information or manipulate the behaviour of others (see references above). Vervet monkeys, Cercopithecus aethiops sabaeus, like many of their relatives (i.e. Mandrillus sphinx, Miopithecus talapoin, Erythrocebus patas, C. neglectus, C. diana, C. hamlyni, C. solatus and C. l'hoesti) , show varied intensities of blue, green and aquamarine colour in their scrotal and perianal region.
Indeed, Darwin (1913, page 820-821) noted that in vervet monkeys, 'one part of the body, which is confined to the male sex, is of the most brilliant blue or green and contrasts strikingly with the naked skin on the hinder part of the body, which is vivid red'. He attributed this colour to sexual selection. Vervet monkey scrotal colour conceivably serves a communicatory function, as intense agonistic and aggressive interactions often include extensive genital displays and a display unique to vervet monkeys, called the 'red-white-and-blue' display (Struhsaker 1967; Henzi 1985) . This display typically involves the dominant male approaching or encircling a subordinate, with tail erect, thereby exposing his red perianal region, white medial portion of hair between the scrotum and perineum, and coloured scrotum. Previous behavioural observations (Gartlan & Brain 1968; Isbell 1995) and neuroendocrine evidence (Gerald & Raleigh 1997) suggested that variability in scrotal colour could signal status in adult vervet monkeys, but neither experimental nor quantitative data have been available. Dominance status is a relationship between individuals and is typically defined as the relative position of an individual within a dyad, with regard to competitive ability. It can be inferred from consistent outcomes in competitive interactions and/or, in some taxa, from the consistent direction of ritualistic gestures of submission (i.e. Rowell 1974; Bernstein 1981) . Phenotypic correlates of status can enable individuals to predict quickly and reliably the approximate status they will attain during the establishment of dominance relationships and to assess the fighting and competitive ability of competitors of any social group without direct contest. Indeed, investigations in fish (Baube 1997 ), lizards (Thompson & Moore 1991 ) and various bird taxa (i.e. Rohwer 1975 , 1977 Järvi & Bakken 1984; Møller 1987; Jones 1990; Evans & Hatchwell 1992; Jones & Hunter 1999) have revealed that ornamental traits or 'badges' reflect the social status of the bearer.
Individuals can benefit from signals of status because they can settle potentially costly disputes, in the absence of direct interaction. Specifically, superior fighters benefit from badges of status because they reduce the number and intensity of aggressive interactions necessary to maintain status. Subordinates also benefit from badges of Correspondence: M. S. Gerald, NIH, Animal Center, P.O. Box 529, Building 112, Room 213, Poolesville, MD 20837-0529, U.S.A. (email: geraldme@mail.nih.gov 
